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Setting the scene

 German Heart Foundation (member of European Heart Network = 
member of EMA’s PCWP)

 Founded in 1979

 Representing 108,000 members (heart patients) and EHN patient 
organisations represent more than 500,000 members with a far 
greater outreach to people with CVD

 Main task: Educating the public/members about cardiovascular 
diseases and promotion of a heart healthy life, building a bridge 
between doctors and patients



Disclaimer

 This presentation is based on media coverage and patients‘ 
feedback

 The statements don‘t necessarily reflect my personal or my
organisation‘s point of view

 I have no relationship with the pharmaceutical industry



Information by health authority



Risk of cancer: 900,000 took impured antihypertensives

Print media reach: 
approx. 9 mio.



Valsartan scandal: Hundreds of thousands of patients affected, many 
unanswered questions. Many people have taken impured
antihypertensives. Scandal reveals big problems in the control of 
medicines. Ranks 3 in online 

news portals, 250 
mio. visits per 

month



Active substance Valsartan
Does this medicine trigger cancer?

Important 
nationwide daily 

newspaper, media 
reach: 2.4 mio.



Ranks 8 in the 
UK & 61 Globally

Ranks 42 in 
the UK





Valsartan medicines contaminated: 
misinformed Belgians
A drug for cardiology patients was 
infected for six years with a possibly 
carcinogenic substance, NDMA. 
Contaminated lots have been removed 
from the Belgian market since July 6th. 
But Test-Achats denounces a lack of 
communication towards the general 
public



Health, EMA: "All medicines for 
carcinogenic impurities must be 
examined"
As a precaution, the European 
Medicines Agency wants the 
nitrosamine risk for each 
product to be verified. The 
substance has already led to the 
withdrawal of ranitidine today 
and, in 2018, of the valsartan



Quarantine of antihypertensive 
medicines containing sartans -
Instructions to patients and doctors
When a certificate of active substance is 
suspended or revoked by a particular 
Chinese producer, no new batches of 
finished product shall be placed on the 
market.
11/02/2019

Uncontrolled dimensions takes the 
issue with carcinogenic drugs in 
hypertension 
28/10/19 



What valsartan medicines are withdrawn and what patients should do
29/08/2018
Content was nutrual and similar to EMA’s announcement



Press release

Popular morning 
programme

Q&A in member 
magazin



Patients’ feedback on GHF website

“I take Valsartan for years now and 
I’m afraid.”

“I took Valsartan and didn’t have any 
problems with it. My cardiologist’s 
team called me and informed me 
about the impurities. I called the 

producer and received the information 
that one batch was contaminated and 
the other was fine. I will stop taking 

Valsartan because it could be 
contaminated with an additional 
substance that causes cancer.”

“In the press I’ve been only alarmed, 
without any further explanation. 

Nobody knows anything and we 
patients are left alone with our 
fears. Thanks for the clarification.”



Patients’ feedback on GHF website

“Now the press reports that the HCT 
part in sartans can cause skin cancer. 

This is the second bad news (after 
Valsartan in summer 2018). This 
really worries me and I wonder 

where is the safety for the 
patients? Should we stop taking 
valsartan and take beta blockers 

instead?”

“I now take Candesartan, my diet is 
very good and healthy and I banned 

any harmful additives. Now I’m 
really scared that I can’t rely on 

the control of my drugs anymore.”

“After the valsartan problem I now 
take Valsator and HCT and have a 

salty taste in my mouth. My GP didn’t 
know the answer to that. I searched 
the internet. Salty taste and HCT is 

an issue and white skin cancer as well. 
Why does the patient has to 

search for the reasons himself? 
Why don’t doctors read the studies?”



Patients’ feedback on GHF website

“I had to change 
drugs twice 

(shortages) and I’m 
now worried about 

the interactions with 
my other medication.”

“I stopped taking 
Valsartan after I got 
aware of the scandal.”

“I prefer a quick 
heart attack. Better 
than a long cancer 

disease.”



Oral feedback from pat. reps.

Not all pharmacies at country level 
were informed – discussions at the 
counter with worried patients

What can be done? Robust systems for 
patient information – an information 
infrastructure



What generally happened

 Physicians actively called their 
patients, informed them

 Physicians changed drug with next 
prescription

 Patients asked for changing drugs 
themselves

 Problem of shortages 

 Loss of trust: what will happen next?



Thank you!

Any questions?
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